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days bankers were not the hard taskmasters they are to-day, and
were prepared to give credit on personal reputation. Harris had
the reputation for hard work and enterprise and on that alone
got the necessary capital to buy out Bing and carry on the business.
That explains the mystery of Bing Harris; the first name in the
company, now a household word in New Zealand, did exist, but
he went out of it in the early days. Many of the successful traders
of the nineteenth century were made possible because bankers were
ready to give credit to young men of enterprise, on their character,
and without security. It is a very different story these days, and the
big joint stock banks, with boards sitting in London, don't know
the personalities of,their smaller clients and will not risk their share-
holders' money on the character of individuals. Business in a new
country, is not all smooth running. Much depends on the price of
primary products that vary with world conditions. In a young
country, and a small one at that, there is a tendency towards over-
buying and for the market to get over-stocked. When I left Cambridge
the family business was going through a lean time, and my father,
who many years before had opened a London office to supervise the
buying side, found the need to go overseas and asked me at twenty-
one, with little or no experience, to come and take charge until his
return. The office was in Hamsel Street, not far from the G.P.O.
It was a dismal, narrow street, and the office itself was equally
unattractive, I knew very little about the business, but I took a
great dislike to the place and made up my mind to clear out
directly he returned. In fact I told him jokingly when he left that
he must not be surprised if I burnt the place down. And the strange
thing happened. In less than a week the office was burnt down and
wiped off the map. Needless to say I had -had no hand in it. The
fire broke out in a mantle factory on the opposite side of the street,
and destroyed the whole area in what came to be known as the
great Cripplegate fire. I went out to lunch and when I returned
not only was there no sign of our own building but I could not even
get near the street. Incidentally, I did not know the addresses of
the staff, and had to advertise in the Press for them to make contact
with me. Somehow or other I did get in touch with them, found a
new office and opened up again to make a new start. It was cer-
tainly an interesting experience as it brought me very quickly up
against the realities of life. I learned more about business in that
short week that I could otherwise have acquired in several years.
There were all the usual troubles of landlord and tenant, the problem
of insurance and making fresh contracts. The business world is not
an easy one and, young and innocent as I was, I found I had to
keep my eyes skinned if the interests of the company were to be
safeguarded.